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Relevance theory is an influential theory on cognitive pragmatics, but its impact 
has gone beyond the field of pragmatics into other disciplines, such as 
socio-linguistics and translation study. In the framework of relevance theory, 
communication follows an ostensive-inferential model, and human beings have the 
ability to draw inferences from others’ behavior and context of communication. 
Context refers to a person’s “assumptions about the world” or “cognitive 
environment”, comprises a huge amount of varied information and can serve as the 
potential context of a specific utterance. Context interacts with the linguistic meaning 
of an utterance and thus has an impact on contextual effects. Human beings tend to 
seek for relevance, and all human communication naturally creates an expectation of 
optimal relevance and follows the principle of relevance. 
Ernst-August Gutt was the first scholar to apply relevance theory to translation 
study. He believes that translation is also an act of communication and should follow 
the principle of relevance. Through an exhaustive exploration of the process of 
translation, on the basis of relevance theory, he proposed some translation-related 
notions, such as interpretive resemblance, descriptive use, interpretive use, 
translational faithfulness, direct translation and indirect translation, which later 
became key concepts in translation study. Gutt’s theory offered a fresh perspective for 
translation study, because before him, almost all researches concerning 
decision-making during translation had been made from the standpoint of the original 
text/author. Gutt’s theory stresses that decision-making during translation should be 
based on target readers’ cognition, which should be regarded as the yardstick to 
measure the quality of a translation. 
Translation of humor remains a subject of common interest in the field of 
translation study. What is distinctive about translation of humor is that it is required to 














psychological process. Relevance theory can explain clearly and reasonably the 
generational process of humor in one’s mind, and it can provide valuable insight into 
the process of translating verbal humor. 
Chi’en Chung-shu’s novel Fortress Besieged is famous for its humorous writing 
style. Chi’en was an expert at using metaphors to present humor. He often used a 
vehicle which seemed totally unrelated to the tenor. By drawing the tenor and the 
vehicle together in a metaphor, he presented readers a stunning contrast and thus 
created strong effects of satire and humor. Fortress Besieged is abundant with such 
metaphors which are termed “humorous metaphors” in this thesis and they are the 
primary focus of the present study. Verbal humor is characterized by its incongruity, 
including incongruity in form and meaning. Metaphor is regarded as a mirror of 
culture. Thus, a humorous metaphor is both language- and culture-specific which pose 
great difficulty to translators of humorous metaphors. This thesis attempts to explore 
the translation of humor, especially the translation of humorous metaphors, from the 
perspective of relevance theory, with view to finding out whether relevance theory can 
serve as a guiding theory for translators of humorous metaphors. 
The fifth chapter of this thesis is devoted to examining the gains and losses of the 
translation of humorous metaphors in the English version of Fortress Besieged, 
translated by Jeanne Kelly and Nathan K. Mao. Based on this case analysis, the thesis 
reaches the following conclusion: Although Gutt’s translation theory, which is 
context-based and cognition-oriented, is unable to offer concrete solutions to 
problems encountered by translators of humorous metaphors, it points a 
comparatively sensible and practical direction for such translators. Translators of 
humor should take into consideration target readers’ cognition when they consider 
how to translate humorous metaphors; readers’ cognition and possible reaction against 
a translation based on their cognition should be adopted as the yardstick to assess the 
quality of a translation. 
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